Whilst Christian congregational music has long been an object of reflection and study it has often been pushed towards the margins of the various disciplines that it inhabits. In this article I survey some of the challenges such study has faced before suggesting that recent disciplinary developments have served to prepare the ground for increased study of Christian congregational music. I suggest that ethnomusicology, in particular, has played an important role in motivating recent enquiry across a range of disciplines although not without facing a number of further challenges itself. I suggest that a field of Christian congregational music studies is beginning to emerge and finish by outlining recent contributions to scholarship from a range of perspectives.
Over the course of recent years the study of Christian congregational music has begun to flourish in new and exciting ways, with congregational music increasingly emerging as both an object and a field of study. What I initially suspected to be a somewhat sparse area of enquiry when first embarking on my own congregational research project a few years ago is attracting increasing numbers of scholars intrigued by the variety of questions it raises. In this article I will survey the recent emergence of this developing area of scholarship;1 I will trace the challenges that such study has faced and the developments that have led to its increasing viability before describing recent work in the field. In providing a narrative of the development of Christian congregational music scholarship I hope to provide some grounding for increasing dialogue with and within the field and for the development of a more self-aware field of study.
Fragmented and at the Margins
Christian congregational music is by no means a novel object of reflection. There are long traditions of thought and reflection on its purpose, nature, development, texts and musical characteristics going back as far as the church fathers.2 On the other hand, study of congregational music has, for various reasons, often been pushed towards the margins of the various disciplines that it inhabits. Whilst there have been a great number of historical volumes published on church music within musicology, for example, in reading them one can often be struck by the absence of the congregation in favour of the more traditional musicological focus on composers, works and, sometimes, musicians. This is, perhaps, unsurprising; Dan Michael Randel, for example, describes the way in which the discipline of musicology has often privileged more-complex forms of art music traditions, noting the undervaluation of 'repertoires that "don't look like much on the page," [and] that rely for their effectiveness on the particular circumstances of place, audience and performance' .3 Such a situation has led to much musical scholarship focussing on elite establishments in which a focus can be maintained on the professional services of choirs and composers. observe that 'smaller institutions (parishes and hospitals) and monasteries… still fare poorly in musicological narratives by comparison with cathedrals and… collegiate foundations'5 and that 'institutions have been framed too much in terms of their prescribed complement of clergy, singers and other staff-irrespective of the realities of day-to-day attendance' .6 The interest provided by elaborate musics has meant that everyday realities have often been neglected and congregational music pushed to the sidelines. Jeremy Begbie, writing from congregational music's other natural home in the discipline of theology, laments that 'in modern theology, music is conspicuous by its absence' , a tendency which he puts down largely to music's resistance to linguistic capture in the face of a theological discipline that is firmly committed to the truth-bearing ability of words.7 Following earlier periods in which music occupied a prominent role in theological reflection the concerns of more recent theologians have allotted it a lesser significance, meaning that it has been marginalised in favour of other questions. As congregational music has struggled to find an entirely suitable place of rest either within musicology or theology, church historians and social researchers Peter Webster and Ian Jones therefore suggest that 'the study of church music… has fallen between several disciplinary stools. Musicologists and music historians have… assessed [recent compositions] primarily according to musical quality, rather than by whether they seem "good" or "appropriate" for worship. Historians and sociologists of Christianity have approached church music largely as a source for understanding quite different questions: for example, to trace patronage of the arts or to trace theological and social attitudes in the words…in preference to considering why people valued music as part of worship at all, or what they thought "good" church music was. Theologians, likewise…who have engaged in theological reflection on art or the arts…have tended to allot comparatively little space to music.'8 The study of congregational music has an uneasy relationship with traditional disciplinary boundaries and, as a result, has been engaged in a somewhat selective manner within the academy.
Recent interdisciplinary efforts to bring theology and music together often reflect similar challenges for the study of congregational music. Thus, for The most prominent in the uk is the Royal School of Church Music (rscm) which in recent years has provided increasing space for critical reflection but nevertheless remains example, whilst the various programmes pioneered by Begbie in order to explore Theology Through the Arts have been incredibly influential in opening up important new areas of conversation, they have also tended to privilege the existence of music as an art form rather than as congregational practice. Whilst this is a deliberate decision on Begbie's part in order to explore particular areas of broader conversation, in opening up some areas others are inevitably sidelined. The Durham-based Music Theology network reflects what seems to be a similar initial prioritisation, with Bennett Zon suggesting, for example, that 'music theology aims to recover the seemingly lost unity at root between musical and theological meaning in modern and historical areas of composition, performance and listening' , a taxonomy very much rooted in the same tradition of Western Art Music.9 Such developments are very much to be welcomed, however they are not, by themselves, enough for the study of musical formations characterised by their location within the worshipping life of Christian communities.10 Work that brings together a grounded examination of the music of the church with theological examination operating on a similar human scale is an area which has yet to be fully explored.
Aside from studies within the academy, congregational music is an area that often attracts, on some level, the reflections of practitioners and lay-people. Musical leaders in particular are often driven to reflect on and write about the many questions raised by developments and challenges within the musical practices of the communities within which they are a part. Such practitioners can often find themselves relatively alone in church settings where musical practice receives much greater emphasis than reflection and thought around music. A variety of organisations exist in order to resource church music, however often these will provide largely practical resources or will exist firmly within particular traditions, thereby providing relatively little space for critical reflection on those traditions and practices. least as much comment as that within musicology or theology. Mark Evans, for example, writing from the perspective of contemporary music studies, expresses a desire to 'move beyond more manuals and "how tos"' , suggesting that church music education and practice needs instead 'critical examination, historical relevance, analysis, provocation' since is has 'lagged sadly behind in the world of critical enquiry.'12 And Jones and Webster write that 'whilst there is a large body of church-based literature devoted specifically to church music, much of it concerns the practicalities (choir training, for example) and largely skirts around theological questions… "How-to" manuals on popular worship for music have tended to focus particularly on the state of mind and heart of the worship leader, rather than engage in theological reflection on particular styles of music themselves' .13
The scattered nature of research amongst a range of settings and disciplines means that congregational music scholarship has historically often been shaped by the constraints and priorities of these settings rather than being opened up to the varying dimensions and attributes of the object of study14 and a number of commentators have stepped back and diagnosed this as the underlying problem. Ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman observes the segmentation that has existed within studies of music in American religious experience which he finds to be divided between i) philological studies of denominational liturgy and hymnody ii) musical studies of music divorced from religious experience and iii) the 'democratic' voices of practitioners.15 Bohlman clearly finds inadequacies within such a division, focussed as it is on particular sets of interests which exclude as much ground as they open up. Ingalls, Landau and Wagner, in a similar manner, suggest what is missing from scholarship on Christian congregational music is 'a multi-voiced dialogue between methodological approaches, disciplinary perspectives and the positioning of scholars in relationship to the communities they represent'16 and John Witvliet believes such a need is important not just in the academy but for the training of church musicians, suggesting the need for 'interdisciplinary courses that do not relegate the complex issues of our time to footnotes; scholarship that looks for conversation partners among cultural anthropologists, philosophers of aesthetics, and systematic and biblical theologians; pedagogy that challenges students to become perceptive participants in actual liturgical events; and mentors who are practitioner-scholars' .17 Whilst this may seem to suggest a somewhat gloomy portrait of congregational music studies, cries such as these do not simply echo unheeded; they come alongside a number of developments and evolutions that have begun to turn such conversations into a fuller reality and, as such, run with, rather than struggling against, the grain of much recent research.
(Inter-)Disciplinary Evolution
Fields such as congregational studies,18 practical theology,19 ritual studies and liturgical studies20 have recently begun to prepare the ground for increased interdisciplinary study of congregational music and worship practices. And, as readers of this journal are no-doubt aware, recent turns to ethnography in theology and ethics21 have combined with developments in the social ecclesial practices 1 (2014) 149-166 of Religion: 'I would like to combat a condition that I will ironically term "scholarly melophobia"-the scholarly fear of music. I use this phrase both to get your attention and to underscore my efforts to combat a situation of musical exclusion that extends well beyond the community of religion scholars to colleagues in most fields outside of music.' 29
The Society for Ethnomusicology suggests that 'Ethnomusicology is the study of music in its cultural context. Ethnomusicologists approach music as a social process in order to understand not only what music is but why it is: what music means to its practitioners and audiences, and how those meanings are conveyed.' They suggest that ethnomusicologists share three main foundations '1) Taking a global approach to music (regardless of area of origin, style, or genre). 2) Understanding music as social practice (viewing music as a human activity that is shaped by its cultural context). 3) Engaging in ethnographic fieldwork (participating in and observing the music being studied, frequently gaining facility in another music tradition as a performer or theorist), and historical research. then, serves as a specific kind of ecclesial practice that may need an extra degree of care and attentiveness in order to find its place within renewed patterns of conversation. Whilst interdisciplinary fields of congregational study have been developing, studies of music have not stood still, and the development of the field of ethnomusicology29 over the course of the twentieth century30 has provided much of the ground necessary for increased interdisciplinary study of congregational music, broadening study of music beyond the Western Art Music canon and at the same time bringing with it a new range of disciplinary tools necessitated by such study. Developments in ethnomusicology have been a large motivating force behind a recent interest in the field of congregational music studies, a field which, due to ethnomusicology's focus on the practices, understandings and experiences of musicians and communities, has the potential to be a remarkably fruitful area of ethnomusicological inquiry. Ethnomusicology, whilst being far from the only discipline to make important contributions, has served to highlight the potential of congregational music as a field of study in its own right and in doing so-and in confronting its own limitations-has begun to spur further conversations across disciplinary boundaries. The possibility of such an alliance has, nevertheless, taken time to emerge. Ethnomusicology's prioritisation, early in its history, of the collection and comparison of exotic 'musical systems'31 was not one that brought Christian musics to the foreground. Such familiar musical systems, from this ecclesial practices 1 (2014) 149-166 perspective, needed no special attention in order to be understood. Amy Stillman, in 1993, critised such neglect, suggesting that the scholarly drawing of a strong dividing line between 'indigenous' and 'introduced' musics in missionised areas had led to areas of scholarly blindness through the neglecting of the latter.32 Likewise Jeffers Engelhardt as late as 2009, could still refer to the 'ethnomusicology of Christianity' , alongside its anthropological counterpart, as an emergent project.33 Ethnomusicology has, however, adapted considerably since its earlier periods, giving increasing attention to music's role as and in culture34 and turning its ethnographic attention to the wide variety of processes, social relationships, ideas, objects and events that surround musical practices and groups. Following similar trends in anthropology,35 a more-recent turn within the discipline to a greater focus on 'research at home' alongside the more-traditional focus on exotic musical cultures has allowed researchers to study the church without feeling they need confine themselves to distant examples in order to engage in productive research.36 Such a turn has not only focussed ethnomusicological attention on musical cultures at a closer geographical or cultural proximity to many Euro-American researchers, but has served to help create a discipline better able to deal with a variety of interests and standpoints. Samuel Araujo suggests that the turn to fieldwork at home has itself brought into question traditional ideals of objectivity and neutrality, forcing the commitment of the researcher to their object of study into closer awareness, bringing about collaborative work between researchers and practitioners, and establishing the need for intensified interdisciplinary approaches.37 The second edition of Barz and Cooley's book 'Shadows in the Field' in 2008 documents similar trends, charting the move towards a more self-aware ethnomusicology able to reflect on its own priorities and interests. Such moves are critical for interdisciplinary study of congregational music, allowing for the varying positions, disciplinary and institutional allegiances and relationships of those close to the field of study to be examined as they are brought into the conversation rather than positioned, somewhat awkwardly, to one side.38 This is particularly important if such musical study is to enter into a conversation with theology-a discipline that makes strong claims over and above the realm of objective detachment-but is also important for secular scholars who, in examining Christian musics, are faced with the challenge of finding an appropriate subject position whilst studying a culture that is relatively close to home and has the potential to carry with it the load of numerous existing societal anxieties. Even given such developments there remain tensions to work out-the different disciplines and institutions that studies of congregational music bring into conversation often embed competing priorities and discourses. The close connection of much research with faith and practice means that fundamental normative questions are often raised in areas that ethnomusicology can still find it uncomfortable to tread and in which it has much to learn from other disciplines. Within a missionary context, the recent rise of 'ethnodoxology' represents one attempt to use the inspiration of ethnomusicology to fulfill a particular set of goals for fostering the development of particular kinds of locally-responsive Christian musics. The slightly uncomfortable fit between this movement and portions of the academy was demonstrated in a published exchange between John Vallier and Brian Schrag and Neil Coulter in 2003. An assertion by Vallier that ethnodoxologists are unethical social engineers doing work that doesn't fit well with the 'larger secular-based ethnomusicology community'39 was met by a counter response from Schrag and Coulter that their work sits relatively comfortably within broader and more-nuanced conversations about applied research and might better be understood as an 'imperfect act of love' .40 The polemical nature of the conversation as well as a more-recent reiteration of ecclesial practices 1 (2014) similar issues on the Society for Ethnomusicology's email discussion list in April 2013 highlights the care that needs to be taken when bringing different fields of discourse together, particularly when they are bound up with strong practical agendas. It suggests the need for a sensitive and nuanced interaction that is able to reflectively examine such questions as applied research41 and normativity both on the part of the academy and on the part of practitioners.
Recent Work
The challenges of researching and writing at these intersections have been taken up by a number of recent scholars, and it is partly their work in beginning to do so that laid the foundations for Martyn Percy, Carolyn Landau, Tom Wagner, Monique Ingalls and me to convene the first 'Christian Congregational Music: Local and Global Perspectives' conference just outside Oxford at Ripon College, Cuddesdon in 2011. In convening the first conference our desire was to begin to consolidate some of this work and to lay the foundations for a more developed field of study. Although four out of the five of us are ethnomusicologists, our desire in convening the first conference was to bring together some of the diverse range of scholars and practitioners scattered through different departments and institutions in order to begin to draw together a fragmented field of scholarship, practice and reflection into a common conversation, a project I continue with this article. Thus Ingalls, Landau and Wagner suggest that the way forward for congregational music studies involves 'collaboration across methods, disciplines and backgrounds' , modeled on congregational music itself which 'takes a plurality of voices to perform knowledge, shape understanding and bring identity into being' .42 Within the two conferences we have convened thus-far (the second being in 2013), papers have been presented from disciplines such as theology, musicology, popular music studies, religious studies, inter-cultural studies, sociology and liturgical studies, among others. No doubt owing to the organisers' networks and professional connections, the first conference was skewed heavily in favour of ethnomusicology, with around half the papers hailing from scholars working within this discipline. The second, however, showed a growing interest in congregational music studies from a variety of other fields, two thirds of the presentations coming from disciplines outside ethnomusicology. Whilst some individuals came with a strong existing involvement as practitioners many have also come from a primarily academic standpoint. Clearly there are a large number and wide range of scholars and practitioners interested in becoming part of this conversation.
The papers presented at the conferences43 have been a reflection of a growing field of literature, and recent description and analysis of congregational practices takes a wide range of forms; phenomenological,44 ethnographic,45 sociological46 and historical,47 some of which focus on individual (well-known or relatively anonymous) congregations or individuals within them, and some of which focus on broader movements, disputes and trends both within the church and in the surrounding cultural landscape. Theological and ideological concerns often arise within these studies as a result of a focus on congregational practices, either as they are articulated within congregations or as they are implicit within their practices and discourse, and these concerns serve as important avenues along which different disciplinary perspectives are able to converge. Thus, for example, some of Ingalls' own work48 focusses on the eschatology implicit within different forms of conference worship, contrasting the differing eschatological and social imaginations associated with the musical practices of the American Urbana and Passion student conferences. Anna Nekola49 pursues similar issues, examining broader theological and political patterns and tensions within evangelicalism over individual and ecclesiastical authority, the relationship between church and world and between rationalistic and felt religion, the balance between evangelism and praise and the nature and construction of meaning. Perry Glanzer, taking a slightly different approach,50 begins with an explicit theological task, evaluating the success of different frameworks for the relationship between Christ and culture proposed by Richard Niehbuhr, George Marsden and John Yoder in relation to Christian heavy metal culture and Jeffers Engelhardt investigates the theological and ethical ideals that shape ideas of 'right' music, an idea that binds together 'beliefs about the efficacy of sound and style' with 'beliefs about religious truth, confessional differences, and a right way of being in the world' . 51 A number of authors, following a stronger practical agenda, have made suggestions as to appropriate normative practice. Gordon Adnams, for example, in focussing closely on individuals' experiences of congregational singing critiques common understandings of authenticity within congregational music, following Charles Taylor in advocating the need for a greater focus beyond the self in approaching the music of the church. Gerardo Marti, by contrast, begins on an institutional level, focussing on the relationship between church music and ethnic diversity, suggesting that common understandings of the importance of stylistic diversity in nurturing multiethnic communities are misplaced and that churches would do better to focus on processes of social incorporation. Martyn Percy52 meanwhile offers a theological and ideological critique of denominational practices, arguing that early Vineyard repertoire offers a distorted picture of divine and human power whilst Martin Stringer draws a close connection between contemporary spaces of worship and the 'safe' spaces of shopping malls and hotel lobbies. Stringer observes the evacuation of value and signification from such spaces and their insulation from the challenges and problems of the real world and argues for the recovery in church of an aesthetic of dangerous transcendence53 which he believes many of our musical practices to have Ethnomusicological studies of Pentecostalism and Evangelicalism in particular have served an important role in opening up and developing this field of study and the history of scholarship in this area is traced by Melvin Butler. Butler begins with pioneering work undertaken in the 1970s54 and follows the trail through the influential work of Melonee Burnim in the 1980s55 all the way through to more recent works that continue this tradition of enquiry into the current century.56 Studies of Pentecostalism have served as a key precedent for more recent work, particularly in the United States where congregational studies is, perhaps, more developed than elsewhere.57 Timothy Rommen's work on gospel music and the ethics of style in Trinidad, has become increasingly referenced in recent dissertations and articles on congregational music. Rommen examines the contestation of musical style in churches on the island through the lens of ethical discourse, examining the ways in which different styles become ethically charged and the way in which this affects their deployment and negotiation both on an individual and on a congregational level. In bringing together ethnographic study of music with questions of identity, ethics, ideology and theology and in situating congregational musics firmly within broader cultural landscapes Rommen has helpfully begun to lay the ground for further connections to be made between a vast range of issues, placing congregational song at the heart of a network of concerns and negotiations and placing normative questions closely alongside analysis and description of practices.58 Likewise, Butler's own work on Pentecostal congregations in Jamaica, Haiti and Brooklyn59 has delved into the relationship between belief, spiritual experience, research and practice in a range of congregational contexts, providing a methodological challenge to broader ethnomusicological scholarship to move away from strategies of disbelief towards the spiritual and to place a greater value on the descriptions of 'insiders' . Butler takes a strong lead in integrating his ethnographic work with his own Pentecostal allegiance and beliefs, letting them affect his theoretical descriptions as well as his relationship with those he is researching. Moreover, as a musical practitioner within his area of study, Butler begins to bring questions of practice and understanding much closer together. Butler therefore finds himself at an intersection between the discourses of Pentecostalism and those of academia in a way that requires the treading of new ground.60 Others have struck out in the opposite direction, and Barbara Rose Lange, in her ethnography of Hungarian Pentecostal Music takes issue with ethnographers-in particular drawing attention to the earlier work of Jeff Todd Titon61 -who suggest that Christian conversion is often necessary in order to fully understand the Pentecostal point of view due to Pentecostals' broad attribution of divine agency to a variety of processes and events within the world. 62 Lange suggests, instead, that her work follows the 'wish expressed by ordinary church members for the secular world to understand them better' , at the same time also grappling with the possibilities of polarization and suspicion arising when carrying out fieldwork from an explicitly nonreligious stance.
Whilst many studies avoid the traditional ethnographic desire for exoticism and focus on 'western' congregations, the study of more distant cultures has been re-opened largely through a focus on the legacies of missionary work and associated processes of indiginisation.63 Within such studies more than simply musical practices are at stake as congregational musical practices often come loaded with questions of musical understanding, political relationships, identity, theology and social and cultural values, all of which become subject to contestation and negotiation as part of the missionary encounter, often carrying with them a great deal of ambiguity. Barz, in particular, seeks to set aside traditional ideas of syncretism as the lens through which post-encounter musics are described64 in order to attribute a greater deal of agency to local people and to rebalance traditional assumptions of the power balance within missionary relationships in a more interactive manner. 65 Stillman, meanwhile, highlights the complex and shifting nature of these relationships, suggesting that in Polynesia Christian hymnody has itself become thought of as indigenous and part of local traditions, with boundaries between indigenous and introduced musical domains therefore being far from fixed. 66 A focus on such local and trans-national relationships within post-colonial settings complements, in the literature, an increasing awareness of the broader presence of trans-national processes of musical circulation,67 breaking down any simple binaries that might be drawn between different kinds of study and raising similar kinds of questions within a range of locations. Rommen, for example, describes the 'negotiation of proximity' on Trinidad and the way in which more 'distant' American musical styles can be used as a way of escaping the complex world of association built up around more local musics and instead become used as gateways to the transcendent.68 Ingalls surveys similar processes at work in the American elevation of British worship music, thought by its American enthusiasts to be free of the commercialisation endemic in the American worship industry and thus representative of a more authentic and sincere expression of worship69 whilst Tanya Riches and Tom Wagner examine the transformation of Hillsong music and branding from something with heavy local and Australian connotations to its current existence as a global brand, tracing changing musical style and focus as an integral part of this process of development.70 The realities of transnational musical circulation are increasingly being met by a complementary focus within the study of this music.
Conclusion
Emerging congregational music scholarship represents a wide range of interests and approaches and, as can hopefully be seen from this brief, and selective, survey, the interest in this field of study is developing quickly from a number of different angles. The twin poles of this journal, ethnography and ecclesiology serve as important symbolic markers as to the range of interests and perspectives that studies of Christian congregational music bring into conversation, representing both practically focussed and theoretical work; both that which foregrounds normative issues and interests and that which allows them to remain a background presence. It is, at least partly, this intersection of perspectives which marks out the field as one with a great deal of latent potential and it remains an important driver of both interest and innovation.
Whilst recent trends in scholarship of Christian congregational music have been encouraging, it still has further to go before emerging as a mature field of enquiry. The diversity of scholarship means that many scholars and practitioners are as yet often largely unaware of the varying traditions of thought being engaged by their colleagues, critical interdisciplinary engagement being, as yet, far from pervasive. Moreover, there are still important holes in the conversation which begin to become apparent as a fuller picture of current scholarship and disciplinary allegiances emerges. Research is relatively unevenly geographically distributed, and large volumes of faith-centred work emerging in the usa, for example, could be helpfully balanced by a greater number of contributions from elsewhere. Likewise many historical, analytical, critical and theoretical perspectives have yet to become fully incorporated into the conversation, a strong recent focus on the congregation sometimes leading to a field which, despite its diversity, can from time to time become introspective rather than developing a strong engagement with frameworks that have been developed within other fields of study. Many meta-level questions too have yet to be fully interrogated, with relatively little contestation having occurred up to this point over issues such as methodology. As the volume of work on which to reflect grows such questions will naturally become more prominent as earlier scholarship becomes open to the possibility of critique and dialogue. It is my hope that we will see this dialogue grow and flourish over the near future, and that rich conversation around congregational music will become, more and more, a normal aspect of thought and practice.
